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Health and safety: Situations 
 

Working from home
Introduction 
Increasingly, staff journalists have been asked to work 
from home as employers try to cut costs. 
Working from or at home and working alone are not the 
same; a separate note covers working alone. 
Legally, employers are responsible for the health, safety 
and wellbeing of staff working at or from home, including 
potential liability for work-related (medical) conditions. 
Staff and those on fixed-term contracts are employees, 
regardless of where they work. Their responsibilities and 
rights are the same as those for office-based staff. 
As well as being covered by health and safety law, 
chapels should negotiate formal policies covering home 
working.  
Home working may change an individual’s terms and 
conditions – and should be agreed in advance, with union 
representation. 
Those working at or from home should face no greater 
risks at work than anyone else. 
As many freelance NUJ members work from home, much 
of this guidance is relevant to them too even if they do not 
face the same obligations unless they have work visitors. 

Employers’ legal duties 
The Management of Health and Safety at Work 
Regulations 1999 impose legal duties on employers to 
assess all health and safety risks, establish “reasonable” 
precautions with procedures for reporting incidents – 
including “near misses” – and regular reviews regardless 
of where people work (even in shared offices).   
For all sites where their staff work, employers are also 
obliged to provide: 
 First aid facilities under the Health and Safety (First Aid) 
Regulations; and 
 Welfare provisions under the Workplace (Health Safety 
and Welfare) Regulations. 
So, if people cannot work safely at home, other 
arrangements must be made.  

Risk assessments 
To minimise possible opportunities for bullying or 
harassment, or allegations of these, home workers should 
never be alone when managers – or those with line 
management responsibilities – visit their homes. Clear 
policies should set out how this is arranged. 
Safety reps have the right to carry out inspections 
wherever work is carried out on behalf an employeer – 
including employees’ homes.  

Some risks are common to all journalistic work while 
others relate only to specific work locations or activities. 
Both should be identified and assessed.  
Vulnerability towards risks such as (domestic) violence 
and isolation anxiety can increase while working at home 
– as calling for help can be more difficult.   
Computers: Home workers should use equipment 
covered by the Display Screen Equipment Regulations 
which apply wherever screens are used. Mobile phones, 
desktop, laptop and tablet computers are all covered. 
Eyes: In the UK, employees can request annual eye and 
eyesight tests that must be paid for by employers. (For 
freelances, these are tax deductible.) 
Anxiety and stress: Home working can cause isolation 
and other mental health problems.  

Reasonable precautions 
Appropriate computer and software training could be a 
start. (Check www.nuj.org.uk/work/training/ and 
www.feutraining.org first.) Staffers are covered by law 
while freelances have to look after themselves. 
Employers should provide appropriately ergonomic work 
furniture and freelances should invest in their own. 
Information and training should cover screen breaks, 
performing easy exercises to minimise physical risks and 
about avoiding or responding to panic attacks. 
Isolation risks can be reduced by keeping staff in touch 
and up-to-date. Home workers should be included in  
meetings – with relevant expenses and costs covered. 
They should not be excluded from training or personal 
and professional development opportunities. 
Information should be adequate to ensure home workers 
understand the health and safety risks where they are 
working, any precautions needed and what to do in 
emergencies. 
Employers should establish clear limits on what home 
workers can and cannot do. 
Training should be comprehensive enough to ensure that 
home workers can deal with new or unusual 
circumstances or those that are beyond of their 
experience and cover situations were, for example, they 
should stop work and ask line managers for advice.   
Reps can help too, keeping in touch with home workers, 
so they don’t feel cut off (from the NUJ), and encouraging 
them to attend chapel meetings and other activities. 
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For members who are not in chapels, their branches (if 
active), the union’s paid officials or lay representatives on 
industrial councils should be first contact points. 
Home workers should be trained to judge when work is 
becoming unsafe. They should be confident in stopping 
without fear of any reprisals. 
Also, employers’ liabilities cover colleagues visiting one 
others’ homes for work purposes.  

Supervision and reporting 
The Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 says employers 
must to provide information, instruction, training and 
supervision to ensure employees’ health, safety and 
welfare at work.  
Home working takes people away from constant 
supervision, so alternative arrangements must be made.   
Although proper information, instruction, and training can 
improve home workers’ abilities, monitoring remains vital 
for safety to be maintained. 
Risk assessments should identify how much supervision 
is needed, when and how it is provided. 

Safety representatives 
Legally, safety reps should be consulted about every 
health and safety issue relating to home workers. 
Chapels should ensure this happens.  
Safety reps should know who works at home and have 
their contact details. They should request details from line 
managers and protect such information in line with data 
protection law, storage and confidentiality policies. 
Home workers should have contact details for safety reps 
and chapel officers.  

Safety reps’ checklist  
 Do you have members who work from home? 
 Is there a policy on home working? 
Does it include: 
  “workstation” assessments covering desks, chairs, 
document holders and any necessary footrests? 
 advice on seating and posture? 
 a procedure for reporting and recording accidents and ill 
health, including symptoms of work-related upper limb 
disorders? 
 an agreed system of work, including when to take rest 
breaks? 
  measures to prevent work-related bullying, harassment 
and stress? 
 potential risks such as violence? 
 Suitable and sufficient information and information? 
 Ensure that a full risk assessment is carried out before 
lone working arrangements are implemented.  
 Ensure proper provision of education, information, 
training and adequate supervision.   
Ensure that discussions and negotiations about the 
necessity of lone working take place. 

 Provide advice to members on safe working and best 
workplace practice. 
 Represent members with complaints or problems 
relating to lone working. 

Other practical points  
Household insurance: Policies may not cover working 
from home or anything to do with business. The NUJ has 
arranged professional indemnity and personal liability 
insurance for freelances that can be extended to cover 
equipment such as cameras. 
Mortgages, leases and rental agreements: These too 
may include restrictions or constraints. 
Utility costs: Heating and lighting will cost more. 
Employers should cover these additional costs. 
Storage and data protection: Journalists (both staff and 
freelance) are covered by data protection law. Staff are 
bound by an employer’s policies and procedures. 
Freelances should notify the Information Commissioner’s 
Office. All physical and electronic documents (including 
notebooks) must be stored confidentially and (work) 
computers should not be shared with anyone else.  
Computers and links: Unreliable phone and broadband 
lines can be stressful, especially ahead of deadlines. 
They should be risk assessed and precautions taken. 
Meetings and interviews: Employers are responsible for 
“third parties” on staff premises for work purposes. 
Freelances are liable for work visitors to their homes. 
Tidiness and discipline: Some people are workaholics, 
while others find it exceedingly difficult to get going. If you 
share a home, you have to work around others and they 
have to live around your work. Staff may have set hours. 
Freelances may have greater flexibility. Stress caused by 
relationship difficulties resulting from home working is a 
risk that needs assessing so precautions can be taken. 
Availability: Being available outside “normal” business 
hours can cause stress. This too should be risk assessed 
and precautions taken. Reps or chapels should be 
informed about all “outside hours” stress and anxiety. 
This should also be recorded in the accident book 
Location: Most freelances are open about working from 
home,letting clients and contacts know where they live. 
Addresses are easy to find. Freelances handling  
sensitive, controversial or contentious may find the safety 
precaution of spending about £275 a year for a Royal 
Mail post box worthwhile. Easy public availability of a staff 
journalist’s home address may increase vulnerability to 
attack. This should be risk assessed and precautions 
taken.  
 Further information for freelances is available in the 
NUJ’s Freelance Fact Pack (for members only): 
www.nuj.org.uk/work/freelance/freelance-fact-pack/ 
Also see the sheet on Lone, remote, ‘agile’ working; 
nuj_hs_circs_lone_1901.pdf 


